The role of the barostat in human research and clinical practice.
The barostat is a recently developed device used to study the physiology and pathophysiology of the motor and sensory functions of the gastrointestinal tract. It can monitor volume changes while maintaining a set constant pressure and deliver controlled distensions of gastrointestinal organs. Simultaneously, motility and visceral perception may be assessed. The barostat has contributed to the understanding of physiological processes in the gastrointestinal tract with regard to regulation of tone, compliance, enteric reflexes, sensation and processing of signals to and from the gut. In addition, the barostat has been used to study various gastrointestinal disorders. In functional bowel disorders, objective abnormalities in visceral sensitivity and enteric reflexes have been demonstrated. Numerous other diseases, gastrointestinal in origin as well as systemic diseases affecting the gut, have been studied. In the near future, the barostat may become a clinically useful tool for the objective diagnosis of motor and sensitivity disorders of the gut and for monitoring the effectiveness of therapy.